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Overview

Part I: Context, Conceptualization and 
Implementation of the Linguistic Risk-Taking 
Initiative at the University of Ottawa

Part II: Research Perspectives on Linguistic 
Risk-Taking

Part III: Demo of the Linguistic Risk-Taking 
App (Beta)

Part IV: Questions and Discussion
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Setting the scene…
Some conceptual frameworks

• Sociocultural Theory (Vygotsky, 1978, 1986; Lantolf & 
Thorne 2006, among others)

• (Second) Language Socialization (Ochs & Schieffelin, 
1984, 2011; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986; Duff, 2007)

• Interdependence (Cummins 1979, 1981, 2007, 2017)

• Multi-competence (Cook 1991, 1992, 2009, 2013)

• Plurilingualism (Coste, Moore, & Zarate 1997, 2009; 
Coste & Simon 2009; Canagarajah 2007, 2009; 
Dagenais & Moore 2008; Marshall & Moore 2013; 
Taylor & Snoddon, 2013)



Setting the scene…
Some conceptual frameworks

• Dynamic Systems Theory and Complexity Theory in SLA 
and Applied Linguistics (De Bot et al. 2007; Larsen-
Freeman & Cameron 2008, MacIntyre et al. 2017). 

• Dominant Language Constellations (Aronin 2006, 2016)

• Superdiversity (Blommaert, J. and Rampton, 2011, 
Vertovec 2007; a.o.). 

• Translanguaging (Garcia, 2009; García et al. 2017; 
Williams, 1994; 2002)

• Multilingualism & Social Justice (Ortega, 2016, 2017)



Paradigm Shifts in Language Education: 
Towards Multiliterate & Plurilingual Agencies 

Move away from:

• native-speaking (monolingual) norms as targets or 
values for language teaching and learning

• notions of equal proficiency in all languages in 
bi/multilingual contexts

• strict separation of languages in language teaching, 
learning and use

• focusing only on ‘big’ standardized, highly prestigious 
languages and varieties and ignoring ‘small’ vernacular 
languages and varieties

• discouraging (migrant) children, adolescents and adults 
from using their home/minority languages at school 
and in society in general





Opportunities and Challenges

The University of Ottawa Context: 
Official Bilingualism

• World’s largest 
bilingual (English-
French) university.

• Many courses and 
programs offered in 
English or French or 
in both languages.

• World’s first/largest 
French immersion 
undergraduate 
program.

• Bilingual campus 
services.

• Easy to remain within 
one’s linguistic 
comfort zone

• Easy to default to the 
preferred language 
(usually the stronger 
language)

• Language 
rights/expectations: 
request information, 
documents, and 
services in the official 
language of your 
choice.

Bilingual University 

does NOT mean that

everybody is bilingual



An authentic, everyday communication task that language 
learners may shy away from due to various “risk factors” 
involved: 

–being misunderstood

–misunderstanding others

–making errors

–changing existing language habits (socialization)

–taking on a different identity

–being judged

Innate challenges of language learning: 
taking linguistic risks



An authentic, everyday communication task that language 
learners may shy away from due to various “risk factors” 
involved: 

–being misunderstood

–misunderstanding others

–making errors

–changing existing language habits (socialization)

–taking on a different identity

–being judged, criticized or 

corrected

Innate challenges of language learning: 
taking linguistic risks

Vous n’avez pas fait 

le bon accord avec le 

sujet de la phrase!!!!



More Theoretical Constructs 
• Language ego, lowering inhibitions (Guiora et al., 1972; 

1980). Alcohol and Diazepam Studies, Defense Language 
Institute (US Defense Department). 

• Motivation (Gardner & Lambert, 1959; Gardner, 1985, 2010; 
Deci & Ryan, 1985; Noels et al. 2000; Dörnyei 2005, 2009; 
Dörnyei et al., 2016; among others).

• Willingness to Communicate (MacIntyre, Clément, Dörnyei, 
et Noels (1998; 2011): “state of readiness to engage in the L2, 
the culmination of processes that prepare the learner to initiate 
L2 communication with a specific person at a specific time”.

• Language Anxiety (Gkonou, Daubney, Dewaele, 2017; 
Horwitz, 1986, 2017; Dewaele, 2017; MacIntyre, 2017; Scovel, 
1987, among many others): most widely studied emotion in 
second language acquisition; approximately four decades of 
research (MacIntyre, 2017).

• Linguistic Risk-Taking (Beebe, 1983; Cervantes, 2013; 
Dehbozorgi, 2012; Dewaele, 2012) 

Drawing inspiration from the above literature… 
 Linguistic Risk-Taking







Linguistic Risk-Taking
Passport

• Distributed in selected OLBI 
language classes (French 
and English version 
available).

• Students “check off” 
linguistic risks that are 
relevant to them.

• Students can pick and 
choose their risks.

• After a certain number of 
risks have been taken, the 
passport may be submitted 
to enter a draw for prizes. 



Personal 
Details Page

● Students write 
their name and 
uOttawa email 
address on the 
passport details 
page (in order 
to enter a draw 
for prizes).



Rationale and 
Rules of engagement

Explanations of the 
rationale behind the 
Initiative and the rules for 
participation:
• What is a linguistic risk?
• Why is it important to 

take risks?
• How do I participate in 

the Initiative?
• When can I submit my 

passport to the draw for 
prizes?



Examples of
risks

• Over 70 risks included.
• Most risks can be 

repeated up to three 
times (= about 200 
opportunities for 
authentic practice).

• Students rate each risk 
as High (H), Medium 
(M), or Low (L).

✓ M
✓ L

✓ H

✓ H
✓ H
✓ M



• After completing a certain 
required number of risks (not 
all risks), learners are able to 
submit their passports to a 
lottery to a draw for prizes, 
including:

–gift cards

–event tickets

–promotional merchandise

• Monetary and in-kind donations 
are sought by LingRisk team 
members from the university, 
community partners, and 
private donors.

Draw for Prizes



Propose your own 
risks, provide 
feedback, stay 
connected

• Campus TV adds (CCTV) 
and some posters 
promote the initiative. 

• Students have the 
opportunity undertake 
risks that are not listed 
in the passport.

• They can also share new 
risks with others via 
email or social media.

I called a government toll-free number 

to request a service and was 

accidentally transferred to an agent 

who spoke in English. Rather than 

hanging up and redialling, or 

requesting to be transferred to a 

French-speaking agent, I completed 

the call. I felt empowered and proud. 



Self-Assessment

• The passport contains 
a self-assessment 
page where 
participants rate their 
learning experience, 
progress and 
perceived usefulness 
of the passport. 



Motivational 
Quotes & Slogans

• At the end of the 
passport the learners 
are offered some 
motivational quotes 
and slogans to help 
build their profile of 
independent, 
competent and 
confident second 
language users. 



Wrapping up part I

• Activity: Look through passports and circle up to three 
‘favourite’ risks. 

• Think of a time in your life when you have taken a 
linguistic risk. 

More details about the Linguistic Risk-Taking Initiative 
(pedagogical perspectives)? Forthcoming article in the 
Canadian Modern Language Review (pre-pub version 
available): https://olbi.uottawa.ca/about/academic-
staff/slavkov-nikolay



Part II: Research Perspectives

Passport as a data collection tool:

Quantitative:

• Number of risks taken per participant.

• Type (category) of risks chosen.

• Level of proficiency.

• Frequency, risk repetition, time span of activities.

• Proposed additional risks by participants.

• Learner self-assessment and perceived usefulness of the 
tool.

Qualitative:

• Comments learners may write for each risk or general 
comments at the end of the passport.

• Proposed new risks.



In addition to the passport

Ongoing
• Supplementary questionnaires 

(qualitative and quantitative data).
• Interviews and focus groups with 

language leaners (tell us about their experience,  
effectiveness of the initiative, future improvements).

• Interviews with teachers who use the passport.

Future
• Psychological scales (enjoyment, anxiety, Willingness 

to Communicate).
• Stimulated Recalls.
• Physiological measures. 



Research Questions

1. In what ways do learners engage in linguistic risk-
taking (which risks / activities do they prefer to take 
and which ones do the shy away from?

2. How does the initiative relate to intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation?

3. Are there differences between English Learners and 
French Learners in terms of engagement and in terms 
of preferred risks?

4. What new risks do learners propose?

5. What are overall learners’ experiences with regard to 
the effectiveness of the initiative?



Participants

• Subset of data, Winter Semester 2018:

n= 69 FLS 

n= 38 ESL

total=107



Most Commonly Taken Risks

French Learners

1. I watched a YouTube 
video in French

2. I sent a text message in 
French

3. I received a bilingual 
email and I read the 
French part

4. I read a news article in 
French

5. I used uoZone, Google 
Apps or Virtual Campus in 
French

English Learners

1. I sent a text message in 
English

2. I ordered food on campus 
in English

3. I watched a YouTube 
video in English

4. I sent an email to a 
uOttawa professor in 
English

5. I watched a movie or a 
show at home in English 
without subtitles

 4 of the top 5 in both populations involve technology.

 6 of the top 10 risks overlap for the two learner populations



Number of Risks Taken

65% of learners

intrinsic 

motivation



Risks by Type: French Learners



Risks by Type: English Learners



Perceved Risk Level: High, 
Medium, Low

• HML: no pattern discovered in terms of decreasing 
perceived risk level with repetitions

• Most learners reported low to medium perceived risk 
level

English Learners French Learners



Risks proposed by students
• J'ai aidé et conseillé une amie francophone 

quand elle a rompé avec son chum

• J'ai magasiné à Montreal et j'ai utilise francais au 
lieu d'anglais

• J'ai utilise Facebook en francais

• J'ai lu toutes les informations au musée canadien 
de la nature en francais

• I watched a whole season of series in English 
without subtitles

• The biggest risk for me is to talk with canadian
person and I want to be his/her friend.

• Introduce yourself in English with other people



Additional Questionnaires 
(FLS, n=67, Fall 2018)



Wrapping up part II

• The Linguistic Risk-Taking Initiative

– Has positive effects in terms of (intrinsic) 
motivation and engagement with language 
learning. 

– Encourages language socialization in the target 
language.

– Applies in similar ways to English and French 
language learners (some evidence for universality).

– Indicates a high level of technological engagement 
of university level language learners.

• Further analyses are ongoing; difficult to establish clear 
specific language learning gains as a result of risk-
taking alone. 



Part III: Technology

• The printed passport booklet has certain limitations:

–limited reach and scope

–printing costs

–learners may misplace or lose passports

–paper-based tools may have a low level of impact in 
today’s world of Digital Natives. 

 A Linguistic Risk-Taking App (Android Beta & iOS in 

development).

-pedagogical improvements (gamification, new 
features such as GEO-location, QR-coding, system of 
badges and medals).

-powerful research tool (ease of data collection, large-
scale data capacity from various sources, linking to 
pre- and post- questionnaires, psychological scales 
and physiological measures). 





Splash Screen 

(while app 
loading)



Linguistic Risk-
Taking Hub Screen

(main screen)



Menu Screen



Linguistic Risk-
Taking Hub

(main screen)



Choose a risk to 
take. 



What level was 
this risk: High, 
Medium or Low?



Risk marked as 
“High” by learner.



• Third stamp 
received. 

• Confirmation 
message at 
bottom of 
screen. 



Linguistic Risk-
Taking Hub Screen

(main screen)









• My Linguistic 
Risk-Taking Hub 
Screen



• Submit Passport.

• Et voilà! Your 
name is entered 
in the draw for 
prizes!



Wrapping up part III 
Print Passport vs. Phone App

• App’s extra features:

– stamps, 

– trophies, 

– levels based on number of risks achieved, 

– self-analysis options, 

– (geo-location)

– (QR codes)

 Ease of data collection

• Print booklet also has some advantages (analogy with 
passport stronger, nice feel). 



Conclusion

The Linguistic Risk-Taking Initiative is both a Pedagogical 
and a Research Tool 

• Pedagogical Tool: encourages L2 socialization (i.e. 
use outside of the classroom in various authentic and 
meaningful contexts).

• Research Tool: various insights about language 
usage ultimately related to learner engagement, 
anxiety, and enjoyment in practicing a second 
language. 



A Larger Picture
Government 
Institutions

K-12 (schools, 
boards,  

provinces)

Linguistic 
Risk-Taking 

Data Hub

Private 
Language 
Schools

Other 
Universities

Businesses

NGOs, 
Community 

Organizations

Museums, 
Cultural 

Institutions

Feedback 

Loops
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Vielen Dank!
Merci ! Thank you!
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Digital Samples? 

Scan QR code below:



Part IV: Questions and Discussion

Over to you! 


